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( LEANDER'S TOWER)
A Tower of many legends
L
ighthouses are common 
sights in the seas perfo r­
ming their functions and 
usually nothing is said 
about them. And yet, a lot has been 
said about some of them ,such as the 
one seen from  the Istanbul Hilton.
The lighthouse stands on a tiny 
islet where the Bosphorus and the 
Sea of M arm ara m eet, and is about 
two hundred yards off Ü sküdar.
Ferryboats to  and from  Ü sküdar 
cruise close-by th is lighthouse. More 
curious tou ris ts  can hire a boat a t 
Üsküdar ferryboat landing area and 
can pay a v isit to  the lighthouse, one 
of the least-v isited  sights in Is tan ­
bul. Those who happened to see the 
movie called TOPKAPI, would well 
rem em ber the close-up shots of the 
lighthouse.
This little building in the form  of 
a little tow er has a  long and legen­
dary  h istory  behind it. According to 
some historians, the A thenian com­
m ander Alkibiades put a custom s 
house here on the platform  formed 
by the rise of the sea bottom  in 500 
B.C., to collect a toll from  the boats 
coming down from  the Black Sea. It 
is said th a t  the toll was as much as 
ten percent of the goods the boats 
were carrying. L ater, the Byzantines 
who held the city  until 1453 and then 
the O ttom an Turks who conquered 
it, happily m aintained th is charge.
According to  the Byzantine au ­
thor N icetas Choniates, the Em peror 
Manuel Comnenus built in the twelfth 
century  a small but a s trong  fo rtress  
in the place of the custom s house. 
In order to  close the Bosphorus 
S tra its  to the traffic , he attached 
one end of heavy iron chains to  th is 
fo rtress, fixing the o ther end to the
Tower of M angana below the acro­
polis (the point a t the foot of the 
Topkapi Palace walls on the Sea of 
M arm ara). To make sure th a t  there 
was no access to the im perial waters, 
the space between the fo rtress  and 
the A natolian shores was blocked by 
a fortified wall, the rem ains of which 
are still visible under w ater. The 
Byzantines had g rea t fa ith  in fo r­
tified walls and had sea and land 
walls around th e ir city. They even 
had another chain a t the m outh of 
the Golden Horn inlet. Inspite of all 
these precautions, the Ottom an 
Turks m anaged to conquer C onstan­
tinople by tran sp o rtin g  th e ir fleet 
overland into the Golden Horn.
A fter the conquest, the little 
fortress on the islet was converted 
again into a wooden tow er and to 
guide the sea tra ffic  they had a per­
m anent torch lit on it. It is m ost 
probable th a t the torch and the 
strong  winds caused the fire  on the 
isle t,and  the lighthouse was burned 
to ashes in 1721, and then rebuilt in 
brick w ith a lead dome and columns.
L ater it was used as a jail for 
political prisoners, quarantine and 
convalescent home for naval o f­
ficers. Today, it is a signal s ta tion  
with a semaphore.
The lighthouse is known as Kiz 
Kulesi. The literal transla tion  is the 
M aiden’s Tower. The hotel’s rooftop 
bar is named a fte r  th is  tow er as it is.
best seen from  this bar in the hotel.
According to the legend, the 
tow er took its name a fte r  a maiden 
princess who was doomed to death * 
by a serpen t’s bite. A dire prophecy 
foretold the fate  of the daughter of 
a su ltan  th a t  she was to die by a 
serpen t’s bite. In order to  protect his
t
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beloved daughter, the su ltan  confined 
her to  th is  islet where he thought 
there  would be no snakes. Needless 
to  say, the princess was eventually 
b itten  to death by a serpent who 
m anaged to  come to th is  rocky islet 
hidden in a basket of fru it.
Europeans call th is place the  
Leander’s Tower in mem ory of the 
death  of the rom antic lover Leander 
who was drowned in try in g  to swim 
across the s tra it  to join his beloved 
Hero. In the legend, th is tragedy 
took place near Abydos in the D ar­
danelles,not in the Bosphorus. Later, 
fam ous B ritish  poet Lord Byron 
m anaged to  swim across the  D a r­
danelles from  th is point. The rom an­
ce sym path isers probably did not 
mind to have a m onument for the
.  f  * K
legendary lovers in another S tra it.
In addition to its history  and 
legends, the tow er has a folk tale as 
well. According to hearsay, the Arab
Commamd/er Seyit B atta l ,Gazi who 
was aM o st a legendary hero w ith 
superhum an pow ers, waited outside 
the c ity  fo r seven years in order to 
conquer Constantinople. In reality , it 
was seven years’ itch for him as he 
fell in love w ith the  daughter of the 
Byzantine governor of Ü sküdar. In 
order to  safeguard  the girl, th e  By­
zantine Em peror ordered the  con­
struction  of a tow er on th is  islet 
which is in the  close vicinity of Ü s­
küdar. In the  end Seyit B a tta l Gazi 
kidnapped his lover together w ith 
her treasures.
W hatever is the true  sto ry  of the 
tower, we do not know. We would 
ra th e r  leave it to  the im agination 
of the readers to  p refer whichever 
sto ry  they  like best as the true h is­
to ry  of th is little  tower.
